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Abstract
Exploring the social and political background of the citizens’ movement
and its trajectory in the 1990s, this paper analyzes why the citizens’
movement became so influential in Korea in the 1990s. This paper
shows that the citizens’ movement as a new type of social movement
appeared during the period of democratic transition in response to both
the collapse of Eastern European state socialism and the continuation
of authoritarian regimes, despite the success of the struggle for democ-
racy in Korea. This paper also points out that contentious politics was
an outcome of the regime change that took place in 1997, culminating
in the impeachment of the president in 2004, which contributed to the
formation of conservative citizens’ movement organizations. According
to this paper’s argument, like political society, civil society is neither
homogeneous nor monolithic but is divided or fragmented in terms of
political ideology and interests. 
Keywords: citizens’ movement, democratic transition, contentious
politics, political involvement, divided civil society
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gressive intellectual organizations (Yun 2002; Park 2005). Controver-
sial ideas such as revolutionary socialism and anti-imperialism
became popular among university students, and Marxist theories pro-
liferated in spite of the state’s control of the publication and circula-
tion of leftist books.2
Immediately following the June 29th Declaration of Democratiza-
tion, during the hot summer of 1987, workers raised massive strikes
across the nation, demanding wage increases and workers’ rights.
The eruption of strikes revealed another dimension of democratiza-
tion: the labor question, which was neglected by the political leaders
of the opposition parties. More than half of the 3, 600 strikes in three
months were wildcat strikes that took place among large companies
without unions. Spontaneous worker protests erupted in the chang-
ing political situation in which oppressed workers were able to voice
their anger and grievances with the weakening of oppression by the
military regime.
Unlike the radical opposition and militant labor movements, the
newly-emerged citizens’ movement heralded a new mode of protest
politics that diverged sharply from the radicalism of both the students
and workers. The citizens’ movement in Korea also reflected the
global shift of protest politics with the collapse of state socialism in
Eastern Europe at the international level, as well as political underde-
velopment at the national level. The collapse of the Eastern European
bloc rapidly weakened radicalism and affected the direction of social
movements in the late 1980s and early 1990s by discouraging leftist
discourse and revolutionary practice. However, mass anger exploded
when the minority ruling party and two opposition parties merged
into a majority ruling party in the National Assembly. The authoritar-
ian regime tried to regain power, provoking massive public condem-
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2. Under the National Security Law, those who possessed or read Marxist books were
regarded as dangerous persons posing a threat to national security. Utilizing both
the police and the security agency surveillance system, the military regime tried to
crack down on radical organizations and repress the dissemination of radical ide-
ology and socialist ideas.
Introduction
The citizens’ movement1 has suddenly become a predominant mode
of social movement since 1990 in Korea, replacing the radical, pro-
democracy social movements that were dominant in the 1980s. The
citizens’ movement has also been widely supported by the public,
though some radical activists have also criticized it as being based on
the urban middle class. The rise of this new type of social movement
heralded a new era in the citizens’ movement of the 1990s, represent-
ing the changing relationship between state and civil society while
breaking ground for a new kind of democracy in Korea. The citizens’
movement also totally changed the image of social movements from
violent protests in the streets against the authoritarian state to peace-
ful movements taking place out of concern for ordinary citizens, usu-
ally associated with consumption, education, housing, the environ-
ment, and gender equality. The sudden upsurge of the citizens’
movement reveals the complexity of democratic transition and the
possibilities and limits of institutional politics in Korea in the 1990s
and 2000s.
While social movements have been part of a long tradition of col-
lective action in Korea, the issues and major actors of these move-
ments have also been changed drastically in accordance with political
development. In the 1980s, student movements continued to be radi-
calized with the continuation of the military regime even after the
assassination of President Park Chung-hee, who seized power by mil-
itary coup in 1961 and ruled for 18 years until 1979. In the 1980s,
radical movements destroyed the old political taboos created by the
military regime, popularizing revolutionary ideas and forming pro-
1. The term “citizens’ movement” (simin undong) refers to the new type of social
movement that emerged in Korea in the late 1980s as an alternative to the minjung
movement, which touted radical goals and militant strategies. This new type of
social movement has been called by various names such as the civil society move-
ment, civil organization movement, civil movement, and NGO movement. See Cho
H. (1993) and Cho D. (2000). 
port from the public. Finally, we discuss the realignment of civil soci-
ety as conservative groups began to organize and the division of civil
society after the efforts to impeach the president failed in 2004.  
Democratic Transition and New Challenges
As struggles for democracy were gaining mass support from the peo-
ple in early 1987, the military regime of the 5th Republic reluctantly
conceded to changing the electoral rules for the presidential election.
However, the ruling party did not accept the demand for a free and
competitive presidential election and the stalemate over negotiations
continued for several months. Chun Doo-hwan wanted to transfer
power to Roh Tae-woo, ex-military general and minister of Home
Affairs for the Chun Doo-hwan regime, after his term in late 1987. 
In spite of escalating political protests against the military regime, on
April 29 1987, President Chun Doo-hwan abruptly announced he was
canceling negotiations for constitutional reform, which justified the
monopoly of power by the ruling party, thus disbanding a competi-
tive presidential election.
This immediately provoked protests by university students and
citizens on an unprecedented scale across major cities in May and
June. As university students were being brutally attacked and killed
by police, ordinary citizens began to join the protests in June.3 Esca-
lated demonstrations against the military regime culminated in the
spectacle of a mass demonstration by two million protesters in 22
cities across the nation in late June, paralyzing the riot police and the
administrative functions of the government. Eventually, on June
1987, Roh Tae-woo announced he would accept the demands of the
demonstrators, which included a fair and competitive presidential
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nation. More moderate citizens’ movement organizations were
formed, and the citizens’ movement emerged as a new type of social
movement amid the transition. 
Another turn in the citizens’ movement took place when the
opposition party won the presidential election in 1997. The regime
change turned party politics into “contentious politics,” as the former
ruling authoritarian party refused to accept defeat in the presidential
election and blocked every action of the minority ruling party in the
National Assembly. Lee Hoi-chang, who lost the presidential election
in 1997 and became leader of the new opposition party, utilized his
leadership as leverage for the next presidential election in 2002. He
used a contestation strategy to oppose Kim Dae-jung by taking an
unyielding stance so as to strengthen his support. When it could not
win the presidential election again in 2002, the opposition party
chose to pursue the impeachment of President Rho Moo-hyun in
2004. Though this strategy failed completely when Rho Moo-hyun
was reinstated, it served to consolidate conservative social groups,
and eventually the New Right National Coalition, the conservative
citizens’ movement organization, was established in November 2005.
Contentious politics has reshaped civil society by mobilizing conserv-
ative citizens and politicizing civil society along the lines of political
ideologies.
This paper explores the trajectory of the citizens’ movements in
Korea, by examining their transformation and the changing relation-
ship between the government and social movement organizations
that occurred along with regime change. Above all, this paper exam-
ines the formation of the movement as a new type of social move-
ment in the wave of democratization in the late twentieth century. It
also deals with the transformation of discourses on social move-
ments, from the minjung movement to the citizens’ movement, and
civil society. The new discourse laid the foundation for the mush-
rooming of citizens’ movement organizations. This paper also dis-
cusses the interplay between the citizens’ movement and contentious
politics, arguing that political involvement has been the most impor-
tant factor for the citizens’ movement, which has obtained mass sup-
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3. Bak Jong-cheol, a Seoul National University student, was tortured to death during
police interrogation on January 14, 1987. Yi Han-yeol, a junior at Yonsei Universi-
ty, was shot by a tear gas bullet during a demonstration at the gate of Yonsei Uni-
versity on June 9, 1987 and died on July 5 due to brain damage. 
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election. That was an outcome of the strategic choice of the ruling
party to prevent the collapse of its own power due to the mass
protests of university students, political activists, religious organiza-
tions, and ordinary citizens. On the brink of collapse, the military
regime inevitably chose democratization through a compromise with-
in which the ruling party could find room to maneuver. As in the
case of the People Power Revolution in the Philippines in 1986, mas-
sive rallies and street demonstrations mollified the oppressive power
of the military regime in Korea in 1987. With assurance of victory in
the fair election, soft-liners, mostly political leaders of the opposition
parties, accepted offers of negotiation for democratization with the
ruling party. Though hard-liners, mostly students and political radi-
cals, were reluctant to enter into a compromise with the military
regime, they could not block negotiations among political leaders.
In December 1987, however, the first free and competitive presi-
dential election in sixteen years ended up with continuation of the
authoritarian regime. Paradoxically, the long-lasting authoritarian
regime was legitimized by the formal procedure of the competitive
elections. Though a prolonged struggle for democracy successfully
changed the rules that had been set by the authoritarian regime, it
failed to bring down the authoritarian state due to a split between
opposition candidates. Competition between two prominent opposi-
tion leaders, Kim Dae-jung and Kim Young-sam (popularly known as
“the two Kims”),4 resulted in the failure to make a unified opposition
party candidate. Roh Tae-woo of the Democratic Justice Party was
barely able to win the presidential election in December 1987, with
only 36.6% of votes.5 As the pro-democracy voters were divided
evenly in two, Roh Tae-woo was able to profit from this split with
almost one-third of the total votes. The failure to remove the authori-
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tarian regime through a fair election dismayed social movement orga-
nizations and lifelong political dissidents who had devoted themselves
to bringing down the military dictatorship. It generated utter despon-
dency among many people who had wished for the military regime to
end and desperately struggled for democracy.
The outcome of the 1987 presidential election significantly
deterred the transition to democracy in two ways. Firstly, the dictato-
rial regime regained its damaged power through formal legitimacy,
one of the core institutional features of formal democracy, which was
confirmed by the presidential election. The regime was thus able to
maintain its power and use political leverage to counter popular
demands for radical reform. Secondly, the opposition movement lost
momentum for a while because the long struggle for democracy
failed as a result of the personal rivalry between the two opposition
leaders. Although the opposition movement in civil society was well
developed during the anti-military dictatorship struggle, it did not
develop into a political organization that could pursue its political
agenda. The opposition parties’ loss demoralized the opposition
movement in general. In addition, Roh Tae-woo initiated party merg-
ers with Kim Young-sam, one of the key opposition political leaders,
and Kim Jong-pil in order to overcome the minority status of the rul-
ing party in the National Assembly. This was Roh’s political strategy
for countering pressures for democratic reform from civil society.6
Kim Young-sam considered the party merger his best strategy for
becoming a presidential candidate in the subsequent 1992 election.
He knew that as a leader of the third largest party, he would have no
possibility of winning the election. Therefore, becoming the leader of
a newly-merged party was the best strategy for him to win. Because
Kim Jong-pil was the leader of a small, ultra-rightist political bloc, he
also considered the party merger a good opportunity to expand the
power of the conservative forces. The formation of the Democratic
6. Choi Jang Jip called it a “full-scale transformation strategy” that would totally
transform the power matrix in political society in reaction to pressure from civil
society. See Choi (1996). 
4. In addition to the term “the two Kims,” “the three Kims” was also widely used in
popular discourse to refer to the three leading politicians who all shared the same
last name. They were Kim Dae-jung, Kim Young-sam, and Kim Jong-pil, respec-
tively. 
5. Two leading opposition leaders comprised 55.1% of the total vote, with 27.1% for
Kim Dae-jung and 28% for Kim Young-sam. 
social movement organization was able to stake its own claim to
legitimacy. While different social movement organizations and social
groups engaged in the struggle for democracy, they began to be dif-
ferentiated from one other. Until 1987, environmental groups, femi-
nist organizations, campus student organizations, and political
activist organizations concentrated on toppling down the military
regime. Even though the democratic transition was not yet secured,
democratization was no longer common ground for collective action.
As political society experienced significant changes after 1987, civil
society also experienced changes in its composition and its relation-
ship with the state. 
The Era of the Citizens’ Movement and 
Political Underdevelopment
As political parties monopolized the process of democratization,
social movement organizations were able to explore new visions and
new organizational approaches to the consolidation of democracy.
Social movement activists and organizations had three main respons-
es to this. First, some organizations returned to their genuine arena
of activities to promote democracy. Some organizations such as the
YMCA and Heungsadan (Young Korea Academy) began to emphasize
the role of religious or community organizations in society.8
Second, as the social movement was diversified, social move-
ment organizations with issue-specific orientations mushroomed.
For instance, the Korean Federation for Environmental Movements
(KFEM), the largest environmental movement organization, was
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8. The YMCA was established in 1903 by national leaders who played a key role in
the national liberation movement during the period of Japanese rule and it was a
center of the anti-authoritarian movement in the 1970s. Heungsadan was formed
by An Chang-ho to encourage young people to promote the independence move-
ment under Japanese rule. As a part of the patriotic enlightenment movement, lec-
tures on national history and democracy, and the social and political activities of
members have been a major part of the organization. 
Liberal Party was a political earthquake that transformed the struc-
ture of the political game and deepened the cleavage between politi-
cal society and civil society.
While there were protests and rallies organized by radical stu-
dents and those who opposed the merger of political parties, these
were not so appealing to the public. With the sudden collapse of
Eastern European regimes and the eruption of the Tiananmen Square
protest in China in the late 1980s, political mobilization initiated by
radical students and leftist organizations did not receive much atten-
tion and support from the public. The demise of the state socialist
blocs discouraged the activities of radical political organizations and
student organizations. At the same time, the continuation of authori-
tarian rule put pressure on social movement organizations to explore
new political strategies. The militant political movements that domi-
nated the social movements of the 1980s became less tenable within
this drastically changing political environment. Discourses in civil
society and the citizens’ movement itself emerged as an alternative
social movement to radical political movements.7 These discourses
accentuated the role of the citizen in reforming politics rather than a
revolutionary overthrow of the state. In addition to political reform,
more concern was also shown for ordinary people in terms of issues
such as housing shortages, consumer safety, fair elections, water pol-
lution, women’s rights, etc. 
The rise of the citizens’ movement also represented a fundamen-
tal shift from an anti-authoritarian political movement based on stu-
dent organizations in the 1980s to a social movement based on citi-
zens’ organizations in the 1990s. As the democratic transition pro-
ceeded, democracy as a common goal of anti-authoritarian move-
ment organizations became less imminent. The democratic transition
generated a new social and political environment in which each
7. Discourses on civil society reappeared in the early 1990s in critical journals. While
civil society appeared in religious literature from the 1960s, it was not connected
to social movements. However, discourses on civil society in the early 1990s were
directly related to social movement under the changing political situation. See Shin
(1991), You (1991), Paik (1991) and You and Kim (1994). 
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counterpart to the liberal CCEJ in 1994. The PSPD declared the need
for progressive reform to deepen democracy beyond the existing
political democracy, which was the outcome of political negotiations
among elites. It criticized the sharp split of the citizens’ movement
away from the minjung movement, which had focused on people
who were politically oppressed and economically deprived.10 It raised
a more fundamental question: what kind of democracy do we need,
and for whom? It pursued a people’s democracy that was rooted in
participatory democracy. 
The citizens’ movement has been very successful in mobilizing
around issues that concern ordinary citizens. The influence of citi-
zens’ movement organizations has been far more powerful than that
of labor unions or political parties with regard to public issues. In
contrast to labor unions and political parties, citizens’ movement
organizations raised public issues pertinent to all people, regardless
of class or partisanship. Their commitment to ensuring benefits for
all earned them public acceptance. They were regarded as an agency
for reform of a corrupt bureaucracy, outdated political parties, and
big jaebeol. 
Two unique factors in the early 1990s made the development of
the citizens’ movement possible. One was the underdevelopment of
the democratic polity. Institutionalized political parties controlled by
bosses could not show political accountability in solving major issues
since political leaders used party organizations to maximally damage
political opponents. Because political leaders exercised power to
nominate candidates for general elections in each region, congress-
men and women had to do their best to impress their boss favorably.
Personal rivalry among political bosses has been reproduced in the
10. The minjung movement is defined as a social movement for liberation of the polit-
ically oppressed and economically deprived people, including workers, farmers,
and the urban poor. Radical students and some political activists considered their
organizations and activities part of the minjung movement in the 1980s in the
sense that they pursued the liberation of the minjung. Unlike the citizens’ move-
ment organizations, the minjung movement organizations pursued a radical trans-
formation of the political system as well as of economic institutions. 
established in 1993. The founder of KFEM was a former student
activist who was imprisoned for six years for his activism against the
military dictatorship. Since the late 1980s, women’s organizations
also began to emphasize their own struggles to empower women and
promote feminist ideology, rather than acting as a mere part of the
anti-authoritarian movement.9 Prior to 1987, those organizations
were actively engaged in an anti-authoritarian coalition movement in
connection with student organizations and opposition movement
organizations.
Third, a new type of social movement emerged in the early stage
of democratic transition. While a militant anti-authoritarian move-
ment was the dominant type of social movement, marked by street
protests and demonstrations, a new type of social movement
emerged. The new type of social movement organizations was
“comprehensive social organizations” that dealt with a variety of
issues such as political corruption, housing, transportation, human
rights, legal justice, economic justice, environmental protection (Choi
2000, 37-39). These social movement organizations diverged accord-
ing to political ideology. For example, the liberalists organized their
own social movement organization in 1989, the Citizens’ Coalition
for Economic Justice (CCEJ), which promoted economic justice, envi-
ronmental protection, and political democracy nationwide. From the
outset, it was concerned with issues related to housing, rent, trans-
portation, and drinking water, as well as political democracy. It
announced a new type of social movement based on citizens’ interest
and participation. It represented a liberalist approach to democratic
reform, rejecting the radical transformation of political institutions
and the economic system. The progressive group also formed the
People’s Solidarity for People’s Democracy (PSPD) as a progressive
9. Women’s movement organizations also diverged according to their orientation and
the target groups they worked for. For example, the Korean Women’s Association
United (KWAU), created as a coalition of 21 organizations in 1987, became a cen-
ter of the progressive feminist movement with radical feminist ideology, whereas
Korea Women Link, created in 1987, emphasized gender equality for women.  
